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dodo
IntroductIon
There is something about the finality of extinction that brings one up short.  
never again is hard to accept—but it happens.  Lives are lost and species are lost.   
It is sobering and worthy of contemplation—no living thing is immune, not even  
human beings.
 nonetheless, creatures have been going extinct since the beginning of life on  
earth.  Extinction is a natural phenomenon.  However, what is not particularly natural  
or particularly healthy is for living things, both animal and vegetable, to go extinct  
precipitously because of human rapacity or thoughtlessness.  Such behavior does not 
bode well for any creatures, including ourselves, except perhaps for certain insects like  
the cockroach.  thus we should be disturbed by the loss of all biodiversity.  ‘the web of 
life,’ ‘the balance of nature,’ are not just phrases, but intricate realities, and the continued 
loss of biodiversity ultimately threatens life on earth as we know it.
 Why do birds go extinct?   there are a number of reasons, some of them completely 
natural, for example, a small, specialized population of birds lost to a natural catastrophe 
like a volcanic eruption.  Most often since 1600, however, the human factor in whole  
or in part has been a driving factor.  Hunting, the introduction of predators and new  
diseases, the introduction of hardier competing species, and the destruction of habitat 
have all played a part.  Bird populations endemic  
to islands have been particularly vulnerable,  
because, having been long isolated in a safe  
environment, many species have lost defense 
mechanisms and adaptability, including the  
ability to fly.  they are literally “sitting ducks.”  
Specialized continental species inhabiting the  
tropics ultimately face similar risks, as large  
areas of rainforests are fragmented and lost to  
development.  climate change may also begin  
to pose a threat.
 this exhibition only represents a quick  
survey of a big subject.  unfortunately, there  
are just too many extinct birds to aim at  
comprehensive coverage, except for the north 
American continent.  Furthermore, the show  
focuses on bird extinctions from ca. 1600, when 
birds began to be recorded systematically.  the  
exhibition is arranged geographically, beginning  
in Madagascar and moving east through the  
Indian ocean by way of the Mascarene Islands of Mauritius, réunion, and rodrigues, 
then on to new Zealand, and from there north to the Solomon Islands and into the 
Western Pacific to the Japanese Bonin Islands.  From the Bonins, the next stop is the very 
much ravaged bird fauna of Hawaii, and finally to north America beginning in Mexico, 
moving on to the united States, and ending in the north Atlantic.  If one wonders why 
mainland Eurasia is not included, a likely answer is that extinctions brought about by  
human interactions with birds occurred there millennia ago and were not recorded.
 In the preparation of this exhibition, a great debt is owed to Errol Fuller’s Extinct 
Birds, an engrossing and painful account of the species we now know are extinct.  It is 
an excellent place to begin further exploration of this topic.
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